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On Sept. 10, Colombian Vice President Humberto de la Calle resigned, and, in so doing, became
President Ernesto Samper's principal political rival. Samper quickly named a new vice president,
Colombia's ambassador in London, Carlos Lemos Simmonds. De la Calle, who was ambassador
to Spain as well as vice president, resigned his ambassadorial post on July 16. He returned to
Colombia on Sept. 5 and called for Samper to step down for the good of the country. However, it
was soon evident that it would be de la Calle who would be leaving office. Immediately, Interior
Minister Horacio Serpa, one of Samper's most loyal cabinet members, said the president would not
resign and would remain in office until the end of his term. "No one asks for the resignation of the
president, he asks for resignations," said Serpa.
De la Calle wasted little time in formalizing his separation from the Samper government. He cited
"the crisis of governability," and said he was convinced that money from the drug cartels had
financed Samper's 1994 campaign. The vice president also indicated that his resignation might help
convince Samper to step down in the near future. At least a small part of Samper's determination to
remain in office has been attributed to the evident animosity between the president and de la Calle
and Samper's unwillingness to turn over his office to de la Calle.
In his letter of resignation to the Senate, de la Calle painted a dramatic picture of the present crisis,
saying that the country is "falling to pieces" with Samper at the helm. "The guerrilla organizations
have become a force that we can no longer think of defeating, only containing," said de la Calle
(see NotiSur, 09/06/96). "The economy is shipwrecked, and the political crisis has put the brakes
on investment with the brutal consequence of lost jobs." The alliance between de la Calle and
Samper was a recipe doomed to failure from the beginning, say most analysts. It was a marriage of
convenience to maintain the Partido Liberal (PL) in power for a third consecutive four-year term
in the face of a strong challenge from Partido Conservador candidate Andres Pastrana in the 1994
elections.
Within the PL, Samper and de la Calle who were the two top contenders for the party's nomination
were not close. Before finalizing the agreement to run on the same ticket in 1994, de la Calle had to
retract his public vow to "never support Samper." From the beginning, he was a thorn in Samper's
side and his role as ambassador to Spain was a kind of voluntary exile. De la Calle is the first vice
president in modern-day Colombia. The 1991 Constitution restored the office, but outlined no
specific duties other than to take over if the president dies or can no longer function. The provisions
stipulate that Congress appoint a replacement within 10 days following the Senate's acceptance of
the vice president's resignation.
Reaction to de la Calle's decision varied. Pastrana, who lost the 1994 election to Samper, called for
a bipartisan agreement to resolve the prolonged political crisis. Pastrana was key in unleashing
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the chain of events that mushroomed into the current political crisis; two days after the June 19,
1994, election, Pastrana released tapes tying Samper's campaign to contributions from the Cali drug
cartel. "We who have a responsibility, we who have opted to serve our Republic, have to unite,"
said Pastrana. "It's time for us all to come together, to close ranks around truth, justice, democracy,
decency, loyal respect for the institutions and the Constitution."
Many in the opposition had encouraged de la Calle not to resign, saying that his leaving would
reinforce Samper's determination to remain in office. Some analysts, however, said that de la Calle's
decision, while long in coming, could bring cohesion to the opposition including economic sectors,
factions of the Partido Conservador, other minority parties in the parliament, church and civic
sectors which, until now, has been fragmented and unorganized. Samper supporters, on the other
hand, welcomed the move, saying if de la Calle wants to head the opposition, he should do it outside
of the administration. In a poll conducted after de la Calle resigned, 58% of those who responded
said Samper should follow suit. The poll was taken by Yankelovich Acevedo Asociados for the
Bogota newspaper El Tiempo and carried out Sept. 10-11 in five Colombian cities.
However, the issue of a successor to de la Calle apparently was not of major interest to most
Colombians. In a poll by the television news program QAP, 60% of those surveyed said the nation's
biggest problem is the guerrilla offensive, 25% said it is the problems with the coca growers, and
only 5% said it was finding a successor for de la Calle.
In confronting this latest setback, Samper recommended Carlos Lemos Simmonds, now ambassador
to Great Britain, to replace de la Calle. Lemos, a former member of the Partido Comunista
Colombiano (PCC) who has become increasingly conservative, has a thirty-year career in
politics. In addition to being a former congressional delegate, he has served in the cabinet of two
administrations. He was minister of foreign relations under Julio Cesar Turbay (1978-82) and
minister of communications and of the interior during the administration of Virgilio Barco (1986-90).
He has also been ambassador to Austria and to the Organization of American States (OAS). Lemos
received surprisingly widespread acceptance, given the polarization in Colombia caused by the
political crisis.
The only significant opposition came from the PCC, which said Lemos "represents the most
recalcitrant sector of the ultra- right," and added that he "is a new Samper concession to the gringos
and to militarism in a desperate attempt to recover lost governability." Lemos has the backing of
the Partido Liberal both those who support Samper and those who oppose him including de la
Calle. Lemos also received the tacit approval of most of the Partido Conservador and important
business and civil sectors. According to the local press, Lemos will also meet the approval of the US,
since he strongly backs extradition of suspected drug leaders, a major consideration for the Clinton
administration. Lemos was one of the few delegates to the 1991 Constituent Assembly who voted
against the article that banned extradition. Lemos was quickly approved by the Congress, receiving
a wide margin of support: 151 of the 208 legislators at the plenary session.
For the time being, he will also continue his duties as ambassador to Great Britain. Meanwhile, on
Sept. 18, Samper's ex-minister of defense, Fernando Botero, who has been in jail since August 1995
on charges stemming from the drug-money scandal, reached a plea- bargaining agreement with
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prosecutors. The original sentence, imposed by a "faceless judge," was 90 months in prison and a
fine of US$3.2 million. According to Botero's lawyer, Fernando Londono, the sentence was reduced
to 63 months in prison and a US$2 million fine in exchange for Botero's acceptance of the charges
of illicit enrichment and fraud while he was Samper's campaign manager. The sentence will be
officially handed down within the next week. Londono said Botero will pay the fine, provided the
judge gives him a period of three years in which to complete the payments. Botero, who had been
one of Samper's closest friends and political allies, joined his accusers, charging that the president
knowingly took approximately US$6 million in drug money during the campaign.
However, the heavily pro-Samper Congress twice absolved the president of the charges against him
(see NotiSur, 06/21/96). Earlier, two other members of the administration received prison sentences
stemming from the drug-money scandal. Former campaign treasurer Santiago Medina the first to
charge Samper with knowledge of the drug money and congressional delegate Maria Izquierdo
were both sentenced to 60 months in prison. Eight other deputies and high government officials
are in jail, while several other members of the administration are still under investigation. (Sources:
Reuter, 08/14/96; New York Times, 09/10/96; Inter Press Service, 09/05/96, 09/09- 11/96; Agence
France-Presse, 08/10/96, 09/05/96, 09/10/96, 09/15/96; Spanish news service EFE, 08/10/96, 09/18/96,
09/19/96, 09/20/96)

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

